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People serve tea between
cars.

Paperboy

. ‘ Postman delivers mail.
|

Mrs. Stacey’s car

do for a subject.

ing tea is the brightest spot of
the day.
The jam may not suit anyone,
but the paperboy is delighted.
With everyone so close he can
get through his rounds in a
fraction of the time. The post-
man had a hard job at first
coping with the number plates
instead of name plates, but
now the traffic-jam commu-
nity is easing his task.
It's been a long weekend holi-
day for Mrs. Stacey. Now her
fifteen-horsepower home is
the smartest in the street. The
kitchen is in the back; there’s a
telephone, and the television
works off the car battery. At
teatime Mrs. Stacey links up
to the exhaust, lights the
fumes, and pops on the kettle
for a quick cup of tea.

It's marvelous stuff, and once again it shows what wit and imagination can

Beginning the
First Draft

You are a few weeks into the film, and things are beginning to clarify in your
mind. You have decided to do the film as story plus essay. You think that you
have found the right approach and structure, and you are beginning to see a
possible opening, middle, and end. Great! Now all you have to do is sit
down and write your first draft. This may take the form of either a draft
shooting script with ideas only, or a draft shooting script with commentary.
In the first case you will merely set out the ideas you want to accompany the
visuals. In the second case you will actually write a preliminary commen-
tary, even though this may well change as the film progresses.

A draft shooting script with the ideas sketched out might look like this:

Visual Idea Line

Jerusalem seen from the air. ~ The concept of Jerusalem as
the highest ideal. Perfection.
St. John’s vision. Mention Je-
rusalem as religious center.

Crowded Jerusalem streets. Jerusalem of the here and

People struggle against cars.  now. Discuss reality. A city of
25,000. The everyday prob-
lems.

Stand-up comments. Commentator expresses the

dilemma of modern Jerusa-
lem. The tensions of the pre-
sent. Balancing the spiritual
and the practical. Where is
the film going.

A draft shooting script with commentary might look like this:

Visual Audio
Jerusalem seen from the air, When he left Palestine in 1920
the British governor of the
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56 From Idea to First Draft

capital said, “After Jerusalem
there can be no higher promo-
tion.”

For him, as for millions of oth-
ers, there was no counterpart
to Jerusalem in the history of
the West.

Jerusalem was the center of
two faiths and holy to a third.

It was the light. The guardian
of ideals. The eternal city. The
symbol of perfection.

But as well as the Jerusalem of
the mind, there is also the Je-
rusalem of reality. There is the
modern city developed in the
last century, and the ancient
city where 25,000 people still
live and work within medieval
fortress walls.

Jerusalem seen on the ground.
Crowded streets. People push
against cars. Chaos.

Which of the two forms should you choose? The answer is usually forced
on you by the circumstances and by the nature of the film. Most sponsors, in
a fairly simple situation, like to receive a full commentary script even
though they know it will most likely change at a later date. Often the visuals
or a list of ideas means little to them. By contrast, it is very easy to
understand the film through the commentary. Even a television documen-
tary department, familiar with all sorts of presentations, may require a full
commentary script before letting you do a history or personality film. And
the same may be true of foundations to whom you have applied for a grant.
For many films, however, it is quite clear that you will only be able to write
the commentary at the end. These may be political films, news documen-

taries, or any films that are constantly evolving or that are essentially built
in the editing phase. In such cases the best you can do is set out the ideas

you want to use to guide you t

when the editing is finished.
When I have both options, 1 prefer to write a first draft (for my eyes only)

using the idea form, then rewrite the script with commentary for presenta-
tion. This double work is not strictly necessary, but I find that it helps me

concentrate my ideas.

Script Formats

By now you probably have a good idea of what the standard script format
jvide

looks like because of all the examples so far. The usual practice is to d

hrough the film and write the commentary
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your page into two sections, with the visuals described on the left side of

the page and the audio i
ort .
below. portion (commentary or ideas) on the right, as

Visual

Ascot race track.

Horse enclosure.

Elegant people seen in fancy
suits and dresses watching.

Audio

Once this was known as the
sport of kings.

And you came because you
had wealth and leisure and

wanted to show off your mis-
tress.
Other working-class types,
drinking beer and eating ham-
burgers and dressed in jeans
and old trousers.

Now the sport of kings has be-
come the pastime of the prole-
tariat.

:;\Iilizlosllig?rilsze‘, al\t}l‘;i)ugh the commentary is fairly detailed, the visuals are
ched in. What you are trying to do is gi frs
the director a broad i
of what you want from the vi e the .
visuals, leaving the rest u i
. ' ' , p to him or her.
gb\él'ouls}'}i, some plCtlLreS will call for more details. Thus, for a scientific olr
edical film you may have to describe i i
precisely the handling of a techni
shot. But usually a brief su ion i S e
ggestion is enough. A rough sketch wi
suffice for “idea” scri ’ : Fet
pts. Usually I don’t bother to set out my i i
. my ideas in lo
elanoratel sente'nces —just a few words to suggest the main ideas e
- ?}?stt he script clllavehto follow the divided page format? Not really. It’s
at we re used to this convention. However, i '
. . , if you want to writ
visuals across the full page and foll i i
ow that with the commentar
ull page . . y, then go
il}lllead. The. only crlter%on is clarity: will the ideas in the script be clear gto
(\);elzlworkmg on the film? If they are, then you have no problem
en you start writing the actual script i j .
pt it may hel
notes under the following headings: yhelpyoutojotdown afew

Main ideas

. Logical progression
Visualization
Opening

Rhythm and pace
Climax

@ Ut 0o o

This ki i

Strasi k}ﬁld of anal'y§1s wo'rks well for me, though many of my friends plunge

natui fln‘ct(l)lwrltmg without any such breakdown. It has become second

or them to consider all these things in their mi

o : nsider : se things in their mind, so they do not

- (S) Cfo-rmahz.e their thinking. It is important to remember, thouygh that

e I'lp.t writer, formally or informally, consciously or unconscic;usl
o consider most of the issues set out above. .
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Your first aim is for the script to present your key ideas inbthee;r:lozz
intéresting and fascinating way. Furthermore, you Wan(tl ttllllem t}:)ts eAsnd -
iv lection of fragmented thoughts.
le rather than as a diverse col . .
?v\:::)tse ideas to move forward through the film with an easy and seemingly
Jffortless logic and progression. . .
epf'I'he probl%em boils down to this: What ideas w:!ll you ﬁse il]nd.:{liodt :Sre g{?:
) undre :
i them? Your research has churned up a hundred X
oA i i e and eliminating others,
‘e goi to sift them, focusing on som
i i 1 ic If, for example, you
ing in mi - of the picture. I,
lways keeping in mind the main goa o KA =
?tartz;d resI::arching the university film your overall list of ideas migh

include the following;:

What does the university represent? .

« originally for religious and legal training

« status: Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, Yale

« a waste of time . . |
« a focus of resentment for non-university people
. a generator of ideas

« a featherbed life for pampered faculty

« a hotbed of political unrest

+ a marriage market

« the ivory tower . .

« 4 center for intellectual stimulation

+ abundant sex.

The first task is to winnow out your ideas, concentrating olnly on t-;lloéz
you deem of major importance. In the process some great 1}?8?.5 ;n;bove
thrown out of the window, but that can't be helped. Frf)m the lis
perhaps only three ideas will find their way :;'11:0 tht?:c:;li[:(i S——

int it i r audience 1 -

At this point it is useful to keep you ' ‘ &
interestedpin or able to understand all the 1ssue§1 yo;tsx;r\autl 50 gcalg(:v;:flo

i -ovide on each idea? Should you
How much detail should you provi e
ives i American networks tend to beli
depth? Many executives in the . 2 eve el
i idi derstanding only a few ideas,
audiences are idiots capable of un : g
i 3 i st superficial way. 1 disagree.
lv if they are presented in the mos . |
?r?ozt 3udi(3;1ces lt:an quickly grasp a great number of ideas, even complex
i i ively made.
ones, provided the film is attractive
At tﬁis stage it is also useful to remind yourse(lif that no 1:1latterrll:11c;;:rcnf;z]1::]y
g » binding thread running throug ;
ideas you have, there must be one bin . ;
1Oftenythis idea will be framed in the form of a }()Iu(tlas;mn lthat thefi:; \:11::
: iversities good or bad for the countr
attempt to answer. Are universi . o e
isj i ? Was Irving Berlin the g
Kennedy been misjudged by history : e ;
popular{-omposer of the century? Who was the real Hemingway? Does thi

sound familiar? It should: this statement of the main idea was the first thing.

you did when you wrote out your proposal all those months ago.
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Having decided on the main ideas, the next task is to arrange them into
logical blocks or sequences that lead easily and naturally from one to the
other. By sequence we mean a series of shots joined by some common

elements—a series of ideas, a visual setting, a series of actions, a musical
motif—that make one or more specific points.

The shots in a sequence may be unified by

1. A central idea: We see children playing football in a park; a woman
throwing a javelin; a professional baseball game; a wrestling match.
The sports motif is the obvious unifying element, but the central idea
that the writer wants to make might be that sport originates in war.

. Setting: We see the Rocky Mountains. Tremendous mountains, water-
falls, and streams. Immense forests. Impenetrable jungles. Here the
common element is the setting and the grandeur of nature.

. Action: A student leaves her house, goes to the university, greets her
friends, has coffee, then finally enters class. All the actions up to the
class entry make for a certain unity, whereas a classroom shot would
probably begin a different sequence.

4. Mood: War has begun. Tanks are advancing. Women are weeping.
Destroyed buildings are seen in silhouette. Men are talking in
groups. A small boy wanders forlornly along a street. Here the
binding element is not just the start of war (idea) but also the gray,
bleak mood of the people and the setting.

Obviously there are more categories and they overlap considerably. Ideas,
actions, setting, central characters, mood—all these things may join to-
gether to unify a sequence. Another way of looking at it is to think of groups
of ideas, images, and information that suggest a totality, a unified block.

This will give you the sequence, and later you can see where the sequence
fits into the whole.

You must continually ask vourself

* What is the point I want to make in this sequence?
* What can I show to make that point?

* How will sound, whether music, dialogue, effects, or commentary,
help make the sequence more effective?

In practice you will probably be using your narration to unify the sequence
and show the viewer where you want to put your emphasis.

When you start thinking about putting your sequences in some kind of
order, keep two points in mind. First, remember that there is a tremendous
difference between film logic and mathematical logic. The former is much
more elusive, emotional, and insubstantial. It is a logic that is often felt
through the gut rather than through the head. I recently saw a film about
the world-famous cellist Jaqueline du Pré, who died very young. The
writer-director might have started the picture with du Pré triumphant in
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one back to her childhood. Instead, the film opens Wit}l
it
Elgar’s cello concerto being heard over soft, warm shots of alilt'unntl, vslzllagl
i gWs of the sun sparkling through red and orange leaves. The nlrectzlor hac
Vlet d for a gentle, poetic opening and it worked, even tho.ug'l ﬂlet el
L
opt: into the subject was somewhat delayed. The sec.ond ponét is 1?‘0nal
e ):'e'isive logic of the ideas has to parallel the visual arll el?o .1 e
gg;ilobmeut of the film. Emphasis on one at the expense of the others
in the film. . ‘ o '
lru;]he]simplest and most natural ordering of ideas is }clhl onolo%lical,.blltggs
i i in thing is to
i der a spatial development. The main i
might also want to const . s Sl
i th. In his excellent boo I
der that gives a sense of grow xeel
?n Ofreature fil%ns Dwight Swain suggests thinking about movtimfent fri)ﬁz
he i ifi he general, from
i lex, from the specific to t
the simple to the complex, . - B
i iliar -oblem to solution, or from ¢
iliar to the unfamiliar, from pro > solt or from ca :
f'Ig‘illlif]alimportant thing is the suggestion or illusion of inevitability, of natural

concert and then g

ent. ‘ . ‘
m(')I‘Vlf;nchronological progression, the oldest form of storytelling, is the

i isfi § wuriosity to see what
t satisfies our natural curiosity
ost frequently used because i . . t
E]a ens%lext. If we are introduced to a gifted child, we want to know “ﬂlean
belzgmes of that child in adulthood. We want tOfkllO\lV W.halt htaipmll]se:vﬁrst
i fined to her family circle takes
the sheltered girl who has been con . tly circle fales o7
the nun in the cloisters, then
room alone. We want to see nen e
rogress when she gives up her vows and returns to tl‘le'seculllal rvmltdr] i
l];,lse’s Academy Award-winning film The Day afte;’ Tmmty.te sfttlle sai)ozlic
i ts leading to the creation of the
Robert Oppenheimer and the even ' e A the atomis
is i imnle chronological story of Oppen '
bomb. The basis is the simp ca of Opperhelmer s il
i i the supervision of the Los Ala !
from childhood to maturity to : Alamos ol
j imi ker’s Jane starts with Jane Fon
roiect, Similarly, Don Penneba . nda
?01' Jher first Broadway rehearsals and concludes with the arrival of the
i g i ight.
reviews after the disastrous opening night. - . '
Another progression is the crisis, conflict, and resolut‘lon StI‘}lCtI:l(l)E
discussed earlier in reference to The Chair. At first gllance this plc.)tgl essfleW
imi g ical structure, but there are quite a
looks similar to the chronologica ‘ there are quite 2
i the familiar strategies of the chro g
differences. For example, one of e chrone oF e
ilm i { character or the growth otac
film is to show the development o . e oot
n The Day afte
iti i the arts such as that of Oppenheimer i
politics, business, or . p i The Doy 2/
ct documentary, bu
Trinity. The same may happen in a conthi gl ‘ .
case vge are generally more interested in the conflict resolution than in the
character change. . ' b
The action in The Chair takes place over five days; time passes, but thlerfhe
no character change. Instead, the tension concerning Paul’s fate ‘p‘ropi: s S
Gilm forward. Will he live or die? That’s the answer we are Waang or.t b
Mooney versus Fowler, by James Lipscomb, we follow the lives of t.w;) e)foca]
vert football coaches and the struggle between their two teams for the

i y i ds.
championship. Once the game is over and the conflict resolved, the film ends.
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A good example of another film based on the progression of a fight is the
BBC film Whose House Is It Anyway? In England most people cherish the
myth that their home is their castle, sacred and inviolable. But evidently it
isn’t. If the local council wants the house for a good reason, it’s theirs. Billy
and Gordon Howard had owned and lived in Rose Cottage for years, but one
day the local council placed a compulsory purchase order on the house and
assumed ownership. The eccentric bachelor brothers, aged sixty-five and
seventy-three, refused to recognize the validity of the purchase order,
saying that when the bailiffs came thev would shoot them rather than give
up their birthright. The conflict is established in the first few seconds of the
film, and the next hour shows us the stages and progress of the fight. ltisa
subject that touches all of us, and we are immediately drawn into the film,
curious to sce how the conflict will be resolved.

The chronological progression and the conflict progression are the two
most common documentary threads, followed closely by the search motif,
or the hunt for the solution of the mystery. Hence the popularity of the
“Discovery” series, which investigated everything from the origins of the
Dracula story to archaeologist Schliemann’s search for Troy.

James Burke’s series “Connections,” mentioned previously, is really a
variation on the search theme. Instead of filming a deliberate search, his
aim is to show us how technological discovery is often achieved in the most
unexpected ways. His films progress from surprise A to surprise B and so
on. Watching the series is like watching a magician astonish an audience,
pulling wonders out of a hat. Burke’s secret is to stimulate our curiosity into
following a strange series of technological changes. For amusement I

charted the progress of ideas in Burke's film about the invention of rocket
propulsion:

1. The film opens. Burke stands in a modern factory and talks about the

many uses of plastic.

2. This leads him to talk about plastic credit cards replacing money.

. We now slip into a discussion of financial credit.

- That subject takes us back to the fourteenth century. While the film
shows us knights and ladies playing around in castle grounds, Burke
starts telling us how the new idea of credit in those days helped
finance the small army of the Duke of Burgundy.

- Because of credit the army can grow from a few thousand to sixty
thousand —that is, credit allows bigger armies.

- As armies grow new weapons come into fashion. The pike is used in a
new way, but then it gives way to the blunderbuss, which gives way

to the musket. Then the pike joins the musket in the form of the
bayonet.

[ov)

We return to the idea of the ever-growing army now two hundred to
three hundred thousand soldiers strong. But armies need food.
Armies like that of Napoleon grow so large that they cannot live off
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the countryside. They need food that can be eaten even if not fresh.
This leads to the development of canning.

9. This in turn leads to ice-making machines, which in turn inspire the
invention of chemical and gas refrigeration and refrigerators.

10. The growing emphasis on food preservation leads to the invention of
the vacuum flask.

11. The principle of the vacuum flask allows gases to explode in a
vacuum. Do this on a large scale and you have the invention of the

V-2 rocket by Werner von Braun.

One is a little staggered at the end of the film to find that food for armies has
led to rocket propulsion. You wonder how the trick was done. The answer is
the fascinating but logical thread of ideas that Burke has woven for the
viewers.

Burke’s film was built up of about eleven sections that seem to lead
inevitably from one to the other. 1 say “seem” because on close examination
we can detect a terrific sleight of hand. But what do you do when the film
has no superficial logic? The answeris to build up blocks of associated ideas,
then segue smoothly, with the help of visuals and commentary, from one
distinct section to another.

When I did a film about automobile accidents, I knew I wanted to
concentrate on four things: the accidents as they happen; the reactions of
the victims; the causes of accidents; and road engineering. There seemed to
be no compelling arguments for placing one topic before another. So what
were the reasons behind the final arrangement of the script?

I put road engineering first because it raised some interesting issues but
Jacked the emotional interests for a film climax. On the other hand, I thought I
could get some highly moving and dramatic material on drivers that would
work well toward the end. The section on cars would then slip into the middle.
The script was written that way until I turned up some fascinating material on

cars of the future that I thought would lead easily into the question of where
we will go in the twenty-first century. That seemed a good way to end the film,
s0 I reversed the sections on cars and drivers. The first and very rough draft of

ideas and sequences was as follows:

Visual Ideas
Cars on the road. The trauma of the accident.

Crash, police.

Ambulance. Title: Always Someone Else
Hospital. Patient’s subjective

view.

Patients interviewed in hospi-  Victims’ reactions.

tal.
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Accident background
Urban congestion. City crowdingg
M i .
In:.sdes of ?‘afflc. ' The problem of movement.
ide police lab. Police tests How police investigate acci-
at scene of accident. dents

Why Accidents Ha

. . ppen
fadt rog;i- ednsglneerlng. Death (a) Bad road enginefm’ng
pots. Blind Spots. Discussion The stat '
with road engineer. state of the roads

(b) The driver.

Talk to bus and taxi drivers. Not taking care

Training course for bad driv-
ers.

Training new drivers.
Specialist training.

Bad visibility.

Crowded car. Bad signs. Psy-
chological pressure.

Driver training,

Pressures on drivers.

Sports car. Racin i
g g. Big cars Car as extensi
and beautiful women. psyche stonof the

The psychology of cars and
driving.
(c) The car itself.

Impact tests on cars. Building the ca{

Cars on test courses, . Its faults

Safety belt tests. New safety measures

Innovative car designs
Cars with reverse seats and
periscope mirrors.

The car of the future,

Animated film with new cars The world of the future
and well-designed, car-accom- '
modating cities.

Wrgcks of cars in a salvage Need for concern now
yard. .

Xllta:l}eltlg\l/ei:et out a}tlb(;ve was actually fourteen pages long. Very much a
e togetflern?\l;ert e iess set out cl.early how the visuals and ideas would
s the S'h() 3ew .tlatl later scripts would require much more detail
However Ineed;dltng itselt WO.UId suggest new patterns and variations,
il V&,'hether th 0 pgt some ideas on paper so that I could react to them
el WOrthw}l(?lor er n.lade sense, at least in theory.

ecause I th ile pointing Out'that certain sections were included not

ought they were logically necessary to some thesis 1 was

—l
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developing, but because 1 thought they were visually interesting and might
be fun to shoot. The scene in the police accident lab, for example, did not
contribute much by way of ideas, but it was a marvelous place to poke
around and look at lie detectors, secret camera units, methods of metal
testing, and so on. The jazzy sequence, with a beautiful blond on top of a
Rolls-Royce, also was not strictly necessary, but 1 thought it would give a
certain visual relief.

What is important is that the first draft suggested a tentative order and
connection between sequences that were really quite disparate. It was a
beginning. In the end the editing suggested quite a radical reordering, but
that’s a story for the editing chapter.

Typical Problems

In looking for logic in your scriptwriting, you will often find yourself
being pulled in different directions by the variety of possibilities. The most
common problem is trying to decide whether to proceed chronologically,
intellectually, or spatially. What is all this about in practice? Let’s consider
a chronological progression versus an intellectual progression.

You are doing a film about World War 11 and want to bring in the subject
of civilian resistance. Your general story has taken you to 1942. You then
find four or five stories you want to use about resistance, one in 1942, one in
1944, and one in 1945. In terms of ideas, you probably want to tell all the
stories in one sequence to prove a certain point about resistance. But that
will carry you to 1945, whereas the main part of your film has only reached
1942. So you have a problem.

In the same film you are showing the D day invasion of June 1944. Your
idea line suddenly pulls you into a discussion of other successful and less
successful attacks in the war, such as the Dieppe raid and the Italian
invasion. Do you branch out and show those incidents, or do you stay with
the scenes on the Normandy beaches?

There are no easy answers. I tend to ask myselfa few questions: Will what
I am doing confuse the viewer? will it aid or spoil the dramatic and
emotional telling of the story? Will it affect the overall rhythm of the film?
In nine cases out of ten I find it best to keep within a chronological
progression and to stay with one physical location until the information

about it is exhausted. There are exceptions, but these guidelines seem to be

the most helpful in practice.

i

Completing the
First Draft

Visualization

:’t(;l:thave ?(\;m'l.ced out a story line and idea line. Now comes the fun as yvou
Ointc(?fm ern};g how t9 put over your ideas visually. Every sequence hzs a
Erb ra ng}n er of points that can be put over by visuals by commentar
- 3.,*02; :F;n .mat;on of bot‘h. Youraim is to find the most powerful way to us):;
serijes 2 (Sjwe:.of bo';hdplcture and word. As the film proceeds it makes a
assertions. Today the car is god; the famine i i
- god; the famine in Ethiopia is tragic
; the youngsters of today are crazier than thei
were. These statements need ill i o b e
s illustrating in order t i
They can be illustrated i i y B e
n comic or serious ways, but tl
So one of the first jobs is to i i e
choose the pictures that will ints i
th%most imaginative and interesting way. proveyouTpomsn
b 13 l_]?tl;rof \'r]llsualizationlis shared between the writer and the director
will suggest the action and visualizati '
el e isualization but knows that the
: ion, may add to or alter the su i i
- estion or think of a better
way of putting over the idea. B e Iways the
. But the script visualization i '

: . ; on is alw;
sta;:mg point andl is usually a tremendous help to the director W the
- gly automtf?ﬂe accident film one of the points I wanted to make was

1e car often becomes an extension of one’s personality. It can

represent power, sex, virilit i i
f prose y. In the film the point was made visually as

Visual Audio
{“:;Ly lowhsihots of the road sur-  In my car I feel like a real guy.
i rushing past. The road There’s power in my hands,
blurs at speed. V_Ve cut to rac- My girl’s at my side. Put m
;l:i:kca::/ speeding round a  foot down and I can get fron}]’
- . Women wave the cars San Francisco to Monterey in
. an hour. In my car I get really
turned on. You're just not a
man without a car.




